Farming in Tasmania, 1840-1914 by Easteal, BV
FARMING IN TASMANIA. 1840 - 1914 
B.V. EASTEAL, B.A., B.A. HONS. (TAS.) 
submitted in fulfilment of the reQuirements 
for the degree of 
MASTER OF ARTS 
University of Tasmania 
Hobart 
July 1971. 
, - J. :. 
Summary 
'Ta6mania's easily cleared land was limited, and 
a£ter "the mid-1830's, when such land could no longer be 
had to support soaring sheep numbers and to replace land 
exhausted by continual cropping, pasture damage became 
widespread and wheatgrowing viable only on larger holdings 
where pasture could be "rotated" with cropped land. 
Settlers and capital thereafter by-passed Tasmania for 
the developing colonies, and large numbers of able bodied 
men were drawn away. 
Purely pastoral districts stagnated, as did 
most districts in the south, as the south's long cropped 
wheatlands were limited and broken, and only a limited 
respite was gained by the shift to the larger unit. In 
the north natural conditions favoured the combination 
of wheat and wool on the larger scale and mechanized 
farming, and districts wi thin paying distance from 
Launceston emerged as the colony's leading cash cropping 
districts. At the same time the cattle runs in the 
outlying districts were broken up into mixed farms, 
many of which wer'e tenanted. By 1880, however, yields 
in the north were declining. Fallowing and the use of 
guano were now possible, but were expensive in relation 
to the market price. Exports of wheat ceased, some 
farmers abandoned cropping, and many te~nt farmers 
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were forced to shift westward into the pioneer districts. 
The north, like the south, was unable to retain its 
population once further expansions was impossible 
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and yields declined. 
From the late 1830's anmcreasing number of settlers, 
mainly those with little or no capital, preferred carving 
a farm out of the bush to emigration or working for a wage. 
The North West Coast and, to a lesser degree, the Huon were 
chosen because of soil, rainfall and water access. High 
prices for timber enabled settlers to survive until the 
goldrushes stimulated mainland markets, bringing about 
the transition from subsistence to commercial farming along 
the Coast. After the late 1870's mining operations in 
Tasmania increased local demands for food, fodder and 
livestock, and led to the development of commercial farming 
in the inland north east. 
By 1914 expansion of farming bad virtually ceased 
in these districts also, as the economics of distance 
limited the amount of land which could be farmed profitably. 
~ Low prices and declining yields forced greater 
intensification, but problems were offset by the development 
of dairying after 1892, which made possible a greater 
diversification of crops and be~ter rotation. It also 
provided farmers with regular cash payments and lessened 
dependence on the returns from anyone crop. 
"Orcharding developed relatively independently of 
other branches of agriculture. Its rapid growth was a 
response to the emergence of mainland maDk",ts for apples 
after the gold rushes and the opening up of European 
markets once steamships with refrigerated holds were 
used on the London run. Within forty years of the 
planting of the first commercial orchards (in the late 
1860's) orcharding became the best organized branch of 
agriculture, and orchards flourished along the Derwent 
and in the south east, and plantings had been made in 
the Mersey and Tamar valleys on the North '/lest Coast. 
Freight and other costs were high, and compelled 
orchardists to adopt every means at their disposal to 
lower costs and improve yields and prices, but being 
the sole agricultural product with expanding overseas 
markets it attracted to it enterprising leadership, 
capi tal, and governrnen tal support. 
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